Teaching Students to Discriminate between Good and Poor Writing  by Martin, Frances H. & Provost, Stephen C.
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  141 ( 2014 )  205 – 209 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of WCLTA 2013.
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.05.036 
WCLTA 2013 
Teaching Students To Discriminate Between Good And Poor 
Writing 
Frances H Martin a *, Stephen C Provost b 
 
aUniversity of Newcastle, Ourimbah NSW 2258, Australia  
bSouthern Cross University, Hogbin Drive, Coffs Harbour NSW 2450, Australia 
Abstract 
For students to be able to benefit from feedback provided on their writing, it is necessary for them to be able to discriminate 
between examples of writing that differ in their quality. The ability of students enrolled in an introductory psychology unit at the 
University of Tasmania (N=156) to discriminate good from poor writing was assessed by giving them a number of pairs of 
expressions that differed in quality and asking them to identify the better example. A brief vocabulary and numeracy test was also 
conducted. The students then completed a tutorial exercise in which they either received a traditional presentation regarding 
writing skills, or were provided with a number of further pairs of examples and asked to discriminate between them with 
feedback being provided. Following this exercise, students completed a brief piece of written work, which was assessed and also 
analysed using the Six-subscales Quality Scale (SSQS) (Phadtare et al., 2009). Six weeks after the initial exercise this procedure 
was repeated, but with the alternative tutorial exercise to that which had been experienced in Week 1. A factor analysis of the 
SSQS revealed two factors, which could be categorised as “surface” and “deep” writing skills. The students’ surface writing 
skills improved across time, but deep skills did not. There was some evidence that the order in which the two teaching 
experiences occurred influenced performance. Post-test discrimination scores were significant predictors of future written 
performance, examination performance, and whether students would drop out or fail the examination.  A combination of sex, 
vocabulary, numeracy and post-test discrimination scores accounted for 43% of the variance in examination performance. 
Discrimination training, in combination with appropriate information regarding writing skills,  may help students understand the 
comments they receive in feedback on written work and thus improve their performance across a range of assessment tasks. 
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Written communication skill remains the single most critical attribute for success in higher education. For 
students in the sciences, the transition into university writing is made particularly difficult by the need to adopt a 
different “style”, suitable for the scientific discipline being studied. Students in Psychology programs, many of 
whom have not received recent specific training in any of the sciences at high school, but who must now 
accommodate a scientific approach within the discipline across all its elements, provide prime examples of this 
dilemma. In recognition of this problem, universities provide resources for students to aid them in adapting to their 
discipline and to engage with written work, including the provision of web-based instruction and support services. 
Academics are encouraged to develop rubrics and to provide feedback on written work designed to improve the 
quality of students’ writing. However, dissatisfaction with feedback is high (Gibbs & Simpson, 2004-5), and 
evidence for its effectiveness is sparse (Norton et al., 2002). Indeed, one of the most pervasive comments by 
students, across all disciplines and across many countries is that they do not think that the feedback that they get on 
assignments is helpful (e.g., Gibbs & Simpson, 2004-5). This belief impacts on student progress, on student 
retention, and on the views that students take into the community on completion of their degree. As Gibbs and 
Simpson (2004-5) noted in their discussion of what students would like to obtain from feedback: “Assessment 
sometimes appears to be, at one and the same time, enormously expensive, disliked by both students and teachers, 
and largely ineffective in supporting learning.” (p. 11).  
We believe that the fundamental reason for this problem is the mismatch between the nature of the information 
provided by academics in their instructions and feedback and their students’ ability to understand and employ it 
effectively. Norton et al. (2002) make reference to this in the following way: “The number of significant mismatches 
… between students’ and tutors’ ratings… may indicate that written explanations of the assessment criteria have a 
limited effect on their understanding” (Norton et al., 2002, p121; our emphasis). This problem is especially acute for 
those students whose writing skills are weakest; those who most need help are the least likely to benefit from the 
advice provided. Feedback containing suggestions to “provide better structure”, or even to “include a verb in every 
sentence”, will be of little use if students are not capable of discriminating structured from unstructured arguments, 
or sentences with and without verbs. The fact that many students receive such feedback, often on multiple occasions, 
is prima-facie evidence that they lack such abilities. What such students need is to know what features of their 
writing influence judgements of quality, in order to be able to utilise the feedback to change their writing in a 
desirable way.  
Stripped to its bare essentials then, detecting the variations in quality that give rise to the issues addressed by the 
marker becomes a question of discrimination learning. This topic has received considerable attention from 
behaviour analysts, and the principals involved have been applied to a wide range of applied problems (c.f., Fisher, 
Piazza & Roane, 2011). In order to most effectively train discrimination one must provide differential reinforcement 
for correct and incorrect responding and reinforcement is most effective when it is immediate rather than delayed. 
Both of these features are absent in traditional feedback: students with limited writing skills cannot generate correct 
responses to be reinforced and the reinforce (more accurately, the punisher in most cases) is delivered weeks after 
the response has been made. From a behavioural perspective, the ineffectiveness of traditional feedback is 
inevitable. The alternative approach adopted here was to develop examples of good and poor writing, based on 
previously assessed student assignments, and to provide an opportunity in a workshop for one group of students to 
learn to discriminate between them. A control group received a workshop, which provided instruction in 
conventional aspects of good writing, such as grammar, organisation and punctuation. The impact of these 
experiences was then evaluated by looking for improvements in student writing using the Six-subscale Quality Scale 
(SSQS) (Phadtare et al., 2009) across subsequent assessment tasks. Student laboratory classes were randomly 
allocated to these two groups, and in order to try and ensure that one group of students was not disadvantaged each 
group received the alternate workshop following completion of a written assessment task.  
 
2. Methods 
 
2.1. Participants  
 
The participants were 156 students (118 females, 33 males and five not reported) studying a specialist unit in 
introductory psychology (Psych C) at the University of Tasmania. Consent for their data to be used for research 
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purposes, and for these data to be linked to academic performance before being de-identified, was obtained from 
participants across six practical classes (four (n=24, 20, 27, 31) located on the Hobart campus and two (n=22, 23) on 
the Launceston campus of the University of Tasmania, practical group for nine participants not reported). The 
conduct of the study was approved by the Human Research Ethics Committee at the University of Tasmania 
(approval number H11643). 
 
2.2. Materials and Procedure 
All data was collected during practical classes. Students completed a pre-test which included an academic literacy 
and numeracy test in multiple choice format. The academic literacy test required students to indicate by circling the 
one of four letters corresponding to the word they thought had a meaning most similar to the word underlined in a 
sentence. The academic numeracy test required students to circle the correct response by circling the letter (from 
four choices) that corresponded to the response, which they thought, was the correct answer to simple arithmetic 
problems. Participants also completed a brief discrimination test of 15 items in which they indicated which of two 
sentences was better expressed with a further option of not sure. The sentences for this task and for the 
discrimination workshops were obtained by selecting sentences considered to be of either high or low quality from 
previously assessed student assignments. Students also completed a summary assignment in which they summarised 
a two page text on learning. Students were instructed to ‘write a summary of the text you have just read. Remember 
not to look at the text, think about what you have read and summarise it in your own words.” The summary was 
marked in the normal manner and in addition, two raters assessed the summaries according to a slightly modified 
SSQS (Phadtare et al., 2009).  
The six practical classes were then randomly assigned to either a discrimination learning first (DL-first) or 
traditional exposition first (TE-first) group with three practical classes in each group. For the DL-first group, over 
the course of six weeks: the discrimination learning workshop was conducted; one week later, assignment 3, an 
essay on the topic “Is punishment an effective way to discipline children?” was submitted and marked and again 
subjected to SSQS analysis by two raters; four weeks later, the traditional exposition workshop was delivered; and 
one week following this, assignment 4, an essay on the topic “The Importance of Context in Memory Retrieval” was 
submitted, marked and rated by two raters on the SSQS. For the TE-first group, the order of workshops was 
reversed. The discrimination learning workshop involved two hours (one practical class time) in which up to 60 
pairs of good and poor sentences were presented to the students and they discussed in pairs and groups which one 
was better expressed and why. The traditional exposition workshop involved a two-hour mainly didactic 
presentation on grammar, punctuation and writing style. The students completed following each workshop a further 
discrimination ability test. Students’ marks in their final assignment (assignment 5), and their final exam (which 
included multiple choice questions, an essay question, short answer questions and definitions) were then collated.  
 
3. Results 
 
A factor analysis was conducted on the SSQS scores using principle components extraction. The scree plot 
suggested a two-factor solution accounting for 71% of the variance. The first factor represented deep writing skills 
(DWS) and the second factor surface writing skills (SWS). Item loadings on these two factors following varimax 
rotation are shown in Table 2. Average sub-scale scores were constructed for DWS and SWS by finding the mean of 
the averaged raters’ scores across the three test occasions. Cronbach’s a for DWS was .94 and for SWS .85 for the 
first of these test occasions. Figure 1 shows the performance on these two subscales across three testing occasions, 
prior to the first workshop, and following each of the two workshops, for the two conditions. It can be seen that 
SWS were higher than DWS (F=1730, p<.001) and SWS improved over time while DWS did not (F = 20.6, 
p<.001). There was no difference between groups (F = 1.9, p>.05) and no interaction between groups and any other 
factor. 
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Table 1. Factor loadings on the SSQS 
Items DWS 
 SWS 
All sentences are entirely clear on first reading.  .716 
There are no consistent errors in tense usage  .755 
Almost no grammatical errors  .804 
No misspelled words  .663 
High-level scholarly engagement and inquiry       .817  
Ideas are compared and contrasted from at least two perspectives .855  
There is logical flow of argument .804  
Writing style appropriately addresses a scientific audience .745  
Paragraphs are well arranged; transitions between ideas are efficient .770  
Sentences are correctly structures, logical and coherent  .712 
Perspective is original and mature with sophisticated language use .759  
A refined and developed understanding of the material is apparent .862  
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 
 
Figure 1. Left Panel:- Average scores on SWS and DWS across three testing occasions (prior to workshop 1, and 
following workshop 1 and 2) for the two groups. Right panel:- Average performance in three assignments for the 
two groups  (assignment 3 followed workshop 1, assignment 4 followed workshop 2 and assignment 5 was a 
substantial piece of written work submitted at the end of semester). (Bars represent 95% confidence intervals.) 
 
Inspection of the right panel of Figure 1 suggests that the order in which the two groups experienced the different 
workshops had little effect upon performance. However there does appear to be some effect on marks in Assignment 
5, in that the DT-first group has a higher average mark than the TE-first group. 
A regression analysis was conducted on the data to ascertain the predictors for Assignment 5 and the marks on 
the final exam. For Assignment 5, the regression accounted for 21% of the variance and the significant predictors 
were Academic Literacy (b = .27, p = .01) and the Post-test Discrimination score ((b = .22, p = .04). For the final 
exam score, the regression accounted for 40% of the variance and the significant predictors were Academic Literacy 
(b = .28, p = .003) and Numeracy (b = .35, p < .001), sex (b = .28, p = .001) and the Post-test Discrimination score 
(b = .30, p = .002).  
Finally, as the Post-test Discrimination Score appears to have been related to performance, a comparison was 
made between those students who had passed the examination and those who either failed the examination or who 
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had dropped out. There was a significant difference in the Post-test Discrimination scores for these two groups of 
students (t(118) = 4.3, p < .001), with the students who passed the examination having a mean of 12 on the Post-test 
Discrimination task, and the students who either dropped out or failed having a mean of 10.5. 
 
4. Discussion 
 
Although the discrimination training workshop did not result in a shift in writing performance as anticipated, the 
evidence obtained suggests that this procedure warrants further attention. There was little evidence from 
examination of the writing skills assessed by the SSQS for any impact of the discrimination training workshop. 
However a number of potential limitations to the methodology employed were revealed from the conduct of this 
study which indicate that care should be exercised in acceptance of the null hypothesis. The procedure of random 
allocation of laboratory classes to separate conditions did not successfully remove pre-existing differences among 
participants. This was due to the fact that laboratory classes held at different times of the day on different days of the 
week attract substantially different cohorts of students. The workshops also differed in the level of their intrinsic 
motivational properties, for both students and the tutors delivering the laboratories. Differences in the level of 
enthusiasm held by both tutors and students for the processes involved in the workshops are highly likely to have 
impacted upon their effectiveness. Despite this, it appears that when the discrimination training workshop is held 
first, there may be some benefit to students in terms of their assessed performance in more complex written work. 
What appears to be required is some method for the delivery of both sets of material in an engaging format offering 
better experimental control to individual students. The authors are currently engaged in such a project to develop an 
interactive digital workbook and examine its impact upon student writing. 
The interactive digital workbook method is student centred; concentrating as it does on how the student 
processes information received in a proactive manner, is evidence-based in its origin, and can be evaluated 
quantitatively. The workbook is being written in HTML5, making its dissemination relatively straightforward. If 
psychology students’ ability to discriminate good from poor writing can be improved by this method, then the 
expansion of  a corpus of exemplars to include other areas of scientific writing would be achievable. The evidence 
presented here indicates that improvements in students’ ability to discriminate poor and good expression have the 
potential to very substantially impact on their academic performance. Furthermore, this capacity appears to be 
strongly related to attrition and failure. Training students in the discrimination of writing quality thus has the 
potential to impact on retention rates and student satisfaction. We envisage that the development of this resource 
may ultimately assist students to appreciate feedback, improve their ability to communicate through the written 
word, and reduce their likelihood of failure and attrition from higher education. 
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